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In the past, Blacks were the invisible segment of
society; today, the Black woman has been ascribed this
role:
"...If one were to search for data
about Black female professionals, one
would almost search in vain. If one
were to search for Black female pro¬
fessionals, one would almost search
in vain. If one were to search for
Black female professionals in oc¬
cupations generally rated as more
prestigious than those of public
school teaching, nursing, social
work, and library iscience, again 1
one would almost search in vain..."
Jackson (1974) was referring to Black female sociologists;
however, her observations obtain for Black female pro¬
fessionals in general, and black female executives, in
particular. This writer's research indicates an absence of
the Black female executive not only in the private and
public sector but also in the attendant management literature
This invisibility is important since the Black female pro¬
fessional's situation is unique in terms of race and sex.
Undergirding this aversion is the assumption that the
problems of the Black female are identical to that of white
females; therefore, there is no reason to treat Black females
concerns differently. The women's movement as defined by
the media is clearly a white female phenomenon. Within the
Federal government the Federal Women's Program is an
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example of the ’’sameness" theory. In most instances, the
Federal Women's Coordinator (found in nearly all agencies)
is a white female whose job it is to represent and advocate
in the interests of women. Because Blacks perceived that
their interests were not being addressed, the Federal
Minority Women's Interagency Task Force was established to
combat the invisibility syndrome. In a recent meeting of
the Task Force, the head of all women's programming In the
government called for an end to the"differences" between
women and an understanding that all women are oppressed by
sexism. Clearly, such a position denies the existence of
the unique oppression of the Black female and certainly dis¬
regards the peculiar encumbrances under which she has
labored in American society for hundreds of years.
The results of obscuring the particular plight of
Black women are two-fold; (1) their constituency becomes
invisible and (2) researchers, writers, observers and
the like find it easier to continue to address the myths
surrounding Black women rather than deal with the realities
of their existence. It follows that if the Black female
as a special entity does not exist, then those whom she
represents do not exist. Further, those who purport to
address her concerns find it easier to deal with her myths
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than with her truths. Epstein's study (1973) of 31
Black professional women in New York City purports to
examine the problems of double discrimination; however, the
study is replete with myths as well as pathology. She
writes that "...historically, Black women have always had
more access to white society... Black women often became
intimates of whites...( the) combination of two powerless
roles -woman and Black- made the intimacy appear safe to
white males. Perhaps a carryover of this attitude permits
Black women to enter white dominated professions today..."
In discussing why her respondents felt "special" as they were
growing up, she reports "...some of the 31 women had been
singled out as especially talented; for example, two had
won college scholarships as singers, and a number had had
white teachers who encouraged them to develop their talents..."
Further, Epstein indicates that the Black society, particu¬
larly in the South, regarded the marriage of a professional
woman and a nonprofessional man as "deviant." Where the
literature speaks to the Black female professional, it is
in non-management terms and is oftimes deficit in orienta¬
tion and most frequently racist.
In examining the body of management literature a
pattern emerges. Where Black women are addressed they are
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addressed in terms of class. Some studies concentrate on
the trainability of disadvantaged females while others
assess the Black female as she functions in blue collar
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settings. Beatty (1973) analyzed Blacks as first line
supervisors in a factory. While he did not concentrate
on Black females, his sample included them, yet his
study did not assess their particular supervisory styles,
needs, concerns, etc. Again, the Black female is in¬
visible .
The studies that examine Blacks in management utilize
a double standard in terms of what is assessed vis-a-vis
Black men and Black women. When investigators examine
Black men the emphasis is on managerial style, leader¬
ship behavior - in short, ways in which they funtion
as managers in a managerial capacity. Richards and Jaffee
4
(1972) studied the managerial styles of Blacks as did
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Watson and Williams (1977) ; Miner (1977) reported on
the motivational potential for upgrading minority and female
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managers; and Parker (1976) compared the leadership be¬
havior of Blacks and whites.
The few studies that examine the Black female tend to
concentrate on role perceptions, definitions and conflict.
There is no information regarding managerial or leadership
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styles as is reported on Black males. Leggon (1975)
studied Black women in medicine, law and business and
explored three major research questions;
1) What is the biggest obstacle in
advancement of one's career, the
fact that one is female or the
fact that one is Black?
2) Does the self-fulfilling prophecy
that the expectation of career taking
precedence result in greater par¬
ticipation in one's career over
other areas of life (e.g., marriage
and family) hold for this group?
3) Is there a tension felt by these
women between the Black liberation
and women's liberation movements?
If so, in what ways do they attempt
to manage this tension?
Leggon found that her respondents did not anticipate
problems combining marriage and career; felt that the problems
they faced resulted more from their race than their sex;
and, that the Black liberation movement does a better job
of addressing their problems than does the women's movement.
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Heaston (1975) analyzed the role functioning, goal
orientation, social adaptation and parental influences re¬
lated to the achievements of Black women in the fields of
medicine and law. Her subjects resolved role strains some¬
times found among married female professionals; viewed
education as the major means to success and considered
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educational achievement of prime importance to all Blacks;
and were "outer directed" - their goals and aspirations
related to the betterment of the lives of all Blacks.
While the findings of both studies are significant, they
do not address the managerial styles of these professional
women. We still know nothing of her as a functioning entity.
The studies that attempt to study the managerial be¬
havior of Blacks or examine the coping strategies em¬
ployed by Black managers, use the term "Black" synonymously
with male. Therefore, these studies speak of Black managers
but they investigate and report on Black male managers.
The cited studies by Jaffee and Richards as well as those
of Watson and V^illiams illustrate this point. Another
example is the study being conducted presently by Robert
Brown of the Brookings Institution. He is conducting an
extensive study of Black executives in the Federal govern¬
ment; however, his sample includes only one Black female
so we can assume that his findings will address the position
of Black male executives rather than Black female execu¬
tives.
When investigators examine the position of women or
women managers, again the Black female is not considered.
In 1972, "60 Minutes" examined sex discrimination and con-
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eluded that this society had placed women on a pedestal
and they were no longer content with this position. Need¬
less to say, the program did not include any Black women
in this segment and their findings certainly do not per¬
tain to the American Black female.
"Women in Decision-Making," a paper issued in
April, 1977, by the Stanford University Center for Research
on Women, does not mention Black women or minorities in any
context except to state in the first footnote that minorities
are generally excluded from decision-making positions. The
footnote goes on to indicate that the paper's focus is women
as the largest excluded group; however, minority women
are strangely absent from this treatise. Papers reflecting
a feminist perspective, too, are silent on the question of
Black female executives.
This writer's review of the pertinent management
literature indicates that myth making is operating in the
guise of investigation. Myth is defined as "any imaginary
person or thing spoken of as existing." The evolution from
myth to stereotype,"a fixed notion or conception heldoby
a number of people and allowing for no individuality,"
is clearly seen when examining the position of the Black
female professional. This myth making has a specific function
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by perpetuating the myths surrounding the Black female
there is no real investigation of her plight nor under¬
standing of her position. It is easier to deal with myths
than reality, particularly if there is a body of literature
to support the myth and imagery. However, the result of
this lack of real investigation is that the Black female
remains invisible, unexamined and unaccounted for. Some
of these myths are worth some discussion.
One misconception is that Black females rise to
managerial positions because (1) of their alliance with
white males and (2) they are emasculating, uncaring
matriarchs. Epstein reflects the former in her study
when she refers to the fact that historically Black females
have appeared safe to white males and that may be the reason
that Black females can enter white male dominated occupations.
f
All available statistics refute this argument.
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Gump (1975) assessed the sex role attitudes of 77
Black and 40 white college women. Her findings refute
the matriarchal myth while indicating that Black women
were more likely to define their identity in terms of
wife and mother and were more submissive and home centered.
When given the item, "For a woman, it is marriage which will
give her her sense of identity, a respected place in society,"
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Blacks more often affirmed the idea than did whites.
However, neither group felt that women obtained their
identity primarily from the roles of wife and mother.
When Heaston examined the parental influence on high
achieving Black women in the professions, her findings
refute the matriarchal influence since her sample indicated
the greatest influence emanated from fathers or some male
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figure in the household.
The myth of the Black matriarchy and its "economic
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subsets," - Black women have better jobs than Black men;
Black women and white men are the most successful groups
in our society - is the most prevailing to which Black women
are subjected. The myth has no foundation in reality as
Gump and Heaston indicate; however, it does serve to divide
Black men and Black women as well as to perpetuate the in¬
visibility of Black female professionals. Robert Hill's
research indicates that in most Black families an egalitarian
pattern obtains regardless of economic station and neither
spouse dominates,but, rather, share in the decision-making.
Further, most husbands outearn their wives in low income
families, indicating that males are the providers not the
women, "...this myth, if carried to its logical conclusions,
tends to make the Black woman responsible for the creation
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of the social, educational, economic, and political in¬
stitutions in this country which, historically, explicitly
and implicitly, have been structured to deny equality in
all these areas to all Black people...matriarchy in its
historical usage denotes a position of power which...
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neither Black women nor Black men have secured in America..."
The institution of affirmative action programs in
private industry and the government has been hailed as
advantageous to the Black female since she "counts" as
a female and as a Black and is therefore more "valuable"
to an employer than other groups, including Black males.
Epstein writes, "...I came away from my interviews with
the impression that Black women get straighter treatment
in white professional circles than white women...white men
do not as often see Black professional women as romantic
partners... in Black settings ... the working woman is a
familiar image...consequently, the Black male professional's
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suspicions are not as deep as the white male professional's."
This is another myth that is countered by all available
evidence. First, the Black female does not count as double;
this writer has served as an affirmative action officer in a
major regulatory agency in the Federal government and all
ethnics are broken out by race and gender so that the figures
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are not skewed and particular groups are not obscured.
For example, in my agency there were 3,922 professional
positions as of August, 1977, and Black females accounted
for 9% of them as opposed to 7% for Black males; 16% for
white females; and 70% for white males. (The remaining
4% filled by other ethnics.) This is not a unique situation
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as the following statistics indicate.
- In 1973, the median income
of year round full time
workers 14 years and over
in the U. S. lor Black females
was $5595; white females,
$6593; Black males, $7953;
white males, $11800. Black
females earned 547o of that
earned by white females; 47%
of that earned by white males;
and 77% of that earned by Black
males.
- In 1974, 42% of all Black
female workers held white
collar jobs as compared to
64% for white females* 20%
held blue collar jobs as com¬
pared with 15% for white females;
and 37% were in service oc¬
cupations as compared with
19% of white females.
- While there has been an in¬
crease in the percentage
share of the white collar
jobs held by Black women
-from 22% in 1964 to 42%
in 1974- the percentage
occupying managerial positions
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has remained a constant 2%
nationwide.
- In 1974, in the Federal
government, Black women held
63.7% of the white collar
positions held by Blacks;
however, 907o of the positions
the females occupied were
clerical and/or paraprofessional.
Black males occupied 36.3% of
all the white collar positions
held by Blacks; however, 53%
of the positions held were
in the middle to upper levels
of the pay system.
- Black women were .3% of the
executives in the Federal
government in 1974 (16 of 5343);
and .3% in 1977 (21 of 6829).
The percentage share has not
changed fro females from 1974
to 1977; however. Black males
increased from 2.5% (133 of 5343)
in 1974 to 3.4% (235 of 6829) in
1977.
Because many employers, government and industry alike,
were manipulating figures in the past, employers are in¬
structed now to count Black and other ethnic females
separately so as not to obscure their situation. However,
in organizations where goals and timetables are set for the
all inclusive "minorities" and females, the tendency now
is to hire white females to meet the goals for female and
Black males to meet the minority goal. Again, the Black
female is the loser while the myth persists that she is
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advancing at the expense of Black males and white females.
The invisibility of the Black female executive per¬
petuates the myths and the myths persist in racist/deficit
studies. The previously cited study by Epstein is indicative
of this.
All of the cited studies, with the exception of Brown,
were conducted in the private sector but additional Studies
are needed in the government. When we examine the Federal
government for Black female executives (those in grades
16 - 18, $44,000 a year and up), we find that there are
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only 21 out of more than 6,000. When we examine some of
the major governmental departments and agencies, we find that
the Black female executive is nonexistent at the Departments
of Commerce; Defense; Energy; Interior; Justice; and
Transportation. She is absent from the Commission on Civil
Rights; the Environmental Protection Agpncy; the Civil
Aeronautics Board; the Federal Communications Commission;
the Veterans Administration; the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration; the Food and Drug Administration!
and the Community Services Administration. This in¬
visibility means that Black females have no input into
the day-to-day operations of organizations which have
tremendous impact on the lives of all Black people.
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Policies regarding the use of saccharin, the use of inter-
uterine devices and other forms of contraception, whether
untested drugs should be exported to Third World nations
are Just a few examples of the global impact of decisions
made without Black females' input.
It is important to note that decisions being made
regarding transportation, environmental protection, land
usage, prosecution of civil rights violators, and the
participation of community organizations through the
remnants of the anti-poverty program lack the input of
Black females and, therefore, we must question whether
her interests are adequately considered by those making
policy.
We find that the 21 Black female executives are scat¬
tered throughout the 120 agencies and departments of the
Federal government with 38% of them in major departments:
Agriculture, 1; HEW, 3; HUD, 1; Labor, 1; State,.1;
Treasury, 1. However, 4 of the 21 are located in the
EEOC and when you add to that the 3 in HEW and the 1
in ACTION, then you must question whether they are there
because of the predominantly female occupations found in
HEW, the concentration of work related to Blacks in EEOC,
and the Third World work of ACTION. When looking at the
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sole individual at HUD, you must question her impact
since the housing situation and urban removal problem
for Blacks is so acute.
What is the impact of having 21 persons scattered
thusly? The immediate result is that there is little
influence that so small a number can have with such wide
dispersal, and the outcome is that there is no supportive
network for them and, more importantly, they are so iso¬
lated as to become Ineffectual in recruiting others to
increase their numbers.
But, who is this individual, the Black female executive
in the Federal government? What is her profile? This
writer interviewed Black female executives and found that
typically, she is overcredentialed, holding at least one if
not two terminal degrees; she has had extensive international
as well as national experience and has attained prominence
in her field; she has worked extensively in the Black
community and still maintains strong community ties with
Black organizations; she feels a responsibility to be
representative of all Blacks in her position; she evidences
a strong self concept developed, supported and nurtured
by strong family ties; she is distressed by the perpetuation
of the matriarchal myth and disturbed that Black males
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accept it; she is perceived as non-threatening, fragile,
weak by white male executives; and, more often than not,
she hesitates to openly criticize Black males for fear
of lending credence to the myth of the castrating female.
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Dumas (1976) , a Black female social psychologist
in the Federal government, states that "...the presence
of Black women in leadership positions takes on highly
significant meanings in organizational life. Myths of
the superiority of Black women over white women and
Black men, their tremendous power and strength,,and their
unique capacity for warm, soothing interpersonal re¬
lationships prompt others to press them into symbolic
roles.t.a variety of functions that resemble those de¬
scribed for the Black mammy during the plantation era...
the Black woman in leadership is expected to comfort the
weary and oppressed, intercede on behalf of those who
feel abused, champion the cause for equality and justice...
to compensate for the deficits of other members of her
group..,to fill in for her boss in dealing with problems
of sex and race...curb the aggression of Black males,
dampen the impact of other aggressive Black women...Many work
long hours in activities related to these symbolic roles,
leaving less time and energy available lor task performance...
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doubts are raised as to their competence..." When Black
women refuse or reject these roles by becoming task
centered and rigid in their avoidance of personal in-
volvment with their colleagues, they become isolated
from the informal contacts which are necessary for mana¬
gerial effectiveness. In addition, any overtures from
staff members are interpreted as an attempt to foster
the stereotypic roles she is trying to avoid.
The Black female executive is assailed on all sides.
White men see her as weak, non-threatening, a depreciated
sex object. This latter observation is important only be¬
cause, again, the Black woman is seen as less than a whole
person. While Blacks object to interracial unions because
such unions weaken the struggle against oppression, whites
object because such unions threaten their power base.
Historically, "...marriage between members of the ruling
class and those whom they oppress, inevitably undermined
the rationale for the basis of oppression, whether the
oppressive determinant be race, religion, culture or some
other factor."
White females see the Black female as having the best
of all worlds. She is perceived as benefiting most from
affirmative action programs while "enjoying" the intimacy
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and the acceptance in white male dominated professions
to which Epstein’s study refers.
Therefore, the tendency is for white male colleagues
to ignore her existence while white male bosses pass on
the dull, uninteresting work to her. White females
evince jealousy lor the supposed close relationship
Black females have with white males and these white
females are nonsupportive and uncooperative in the work
setting.
Black males echo the matriarchal myth. They become
overly familiar in an attempt to downplay the managerial
position held by their Black female colleague. "Hey,
Momma" becomes a familiar form of address. If not that,
then she is seen as Mother Earth. She is evaluated in
terms of whether she is likeable, fun to be with, possesses
a good personality, ad infinitum... but never in terms of
her competency. In other words, can she meet the socio-
emotional needs to which Dumas refers? If she evinces
warmth then she is perceived as the Mammy; if she is task
oriented then she is cold and unfeeling. If she exhibits
the characteristics of a good administrator then she is
the castrating matriarch. Because of her concern as a
representative of all Blacks and her hesitancy to criticize
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Black males when appropriate, then whites view her hesi¬
tancy as weakness. Her Black colleagues consider her
behavior misplaced loyalty. The Black female executive
is in a no win situation.
Given all these factors, part of the interviews with
the Black female executives in the government raised
questions concerning coping strategies and what kinds
of advice would be offered to incoming professional
women or those presently holding positions. The answers
I received from a high ranking policy maker typified the
responses. Since the policy maker's identity might,
render her less effective, she will remain anonymous,
however, her stategies are important to consider.
The position held by this individual was perceived
by top management to be one of immense paperwork, generally
lackluster and uninteresting and devoid of policy im¬
plications. Upon being hired, she was left to her own
devices, ignored, in fact; however, she used that period of
time in a fruitful manner. She had a confidential assist¬
ant whom she had brought with her to the position (a con¬
dition of employment), and with her assistant she took
this time of invisibility to strategize. First, she read
vast amounts of material related directly and indirectly to
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her position and reviewed the material for policy import.
Recognizing that competency is always emphasized she
felt that the only way for her to ensure that she was
related to in managerial terms rather than emotional ones
was to be "up” on everything and a few steps ahead of
others. Secondly, it was during this time that she made
contacts at all levels of the organization so that she
would find little resistance to issuances from her office.
She made it a point to personally meet with individuals
to discuss the relationship of her office to theirs,
thereby establishing necessary alliances. This was im¬
portant because she realized that she could not afford
the infighting which results when technocrats choose
to sabotage policies. Their support was essential.
Third, she plotted out all the tasks necessary for the
functioning of her organization which was comprised of
predominantly white males in a prestigious occupation.
Once she had delineated all the tasks she designed two
agenda, one closed, one open. The closed agenda was known
only to herself and her assistant, but she felt such a
strategy was necessary because she intended to excel and
she was aware of all,the obstacles she faced. It was
crucial that she be perceived as an initiator rather than
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a reactor. To protect herself from the Mammy syndrome
she utilized her assistant as a buffer and this freed
the executive to exercise her leadership abilities.
Unlike many executives, she was careful to avoid the
limelight. She felt this was essential if she were to
avoid becoming a public or organizational target. Again,
she felt that too much time and energy is used responding
to onslaughts when a low profile obviates this situation.
Further, she was and is aware of the myths surrounding
Black females and particularly Black female managers;
therefore, she limits responses to evidences of individuals
acting out of their belief in the myths. Such responses
are energy-diverting and tend to dissipate the
strength necessary to carry out the tasks of the position.
Her strong self-concept enables her to side-step the
stereotypic respnses she receives in favor of actualizing
Important policies.
It is apparent that this executive was able to turn
an adverse situation to her advantage, i.e., her invisi¬
bility. Top management has become aware of the power
of her position now; however, it will be difficult to
divert or circumvent her because she was well prepared,
intellectually and programmatically.
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My research indicates that there are few studies
regarding the Black female executive in the private sector
or the public sector. Since information regarding the
Federal government is readily available and since the
impact of governmental policies are felt by all people,
but especially, oppressed groups, the executives in this
area should be investigated. An investigator undertaking
such a study should;
1) conduct an indepth analysis of those Black
females in grades 16-18 ($44,000 and above),
the supergrades. (Many positions at the lower
levels are held by technocrats with little or
no policy impact, so this group should be
separated out if lower grades are included.)
When examining the supergrade executives, it
would be important to ascertain a profile of
them similar to that presented by this
writer as well as their self perceptions; others'
perceptions of them; and their strategems
for maintaining their sanity in light of
the assaults from various groups. Blacks
in leadership roles are subjected to pressures
peculiar to them as executives as detailed by
23
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Brown (1977). The race related stress
to which Brown refers manifests itself as
psychological, physical and behavior
dysfunctions. The psychological dysfunctions
include chronic anger, feelings of aliena¬
tion, depression and paranoia. Physical
dysfuntioning includes hypertension, heart
attack, ulcers, insomnia, excessive weight
gain and/or loss. Time wasting, unrecognized
and unresolved role conflict, perfectionism,
authoritarianism and fixation with racism
are examples of behavioral dysfunctioning.
Additionally, the Black executive, feeling
that his competency is challenged some¬
times feels the need to be overqualified
in order to advance; is perceived by others
as over-identifying with his supposed
minority clientele; feels that the white
executives are too compatible with the
power interests and mutual distrust develops;
and, overreacts in order to evince some re¬
sponse from the organization. This overreaction
is used to point out the executive's psycho-
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logical weaknesses. The extent to which
Black female executives inculcate the
observations of Brown should be explored.
2) analyze the Black male/Black female
dynamic in light of the persistent
matriarchal myth.
3) analyze the implications for the Black
community of the absence of Black
females in policymaking positions in
the government. This is important be¬
cause, contrary to this administration's
proclamations, the bureaucracy is
enlarging and becoming more involved in
our lives
4) analyze the specific positions held by
Black female executives, i.e., are they
"female" or "civil rights" positions?
5) explore the possibility of developing
support systems among the Black female
executives as \^ell afe the possiblity
of establishing a network for recruiting
other talented Black women.
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There can be no doubt that refutation of the
persistent myths about the Black female is needed;
certainly, the foregoing observations attest to that.
As King States, "...Since the stereotypes symbolize system
sanctioned degradation the powerholders are, not only free
to, but encouraged to exploit the Black woman on an economic,
personal and social basis, without Incurring cost to their
power position, status, conscience or material well being...
As long as the power relations persist the reality of
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